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While waiting for the beginning of the hajj, worship-
pers roam the esplanade or pray in the mosque in sti-
fling heat. Temperatures can surpass 40 degrees
Celsius and some pilgrims carry sun shades.

Large misting machines installed at the holy sites
help to make the heat more bearable. “The mosques are
air conditioned, water is readily available, you just have
to protect yourself from the sun,” said Algerian Kamal
Bouslimani, 57. Men wear two pieces of unstitched
cloth called “ihram” that leaves one shoulder exposed.
Pilgrims move together in large groups, led by guides
holding their national flags.

Guards in khaki fastidiously lead worshippers to
their five daily prayers. Traffic in the city is extremely

heavy and the air quality is poor. The odor of exhaust
fumes mixes with the smell of bitumen emitted by the
heated road surface and many pilgrims wear face
masks. Away from prayers, many of the faithful visit the
innumerable shops that speckle the Holy City. Religious
tourism brings in revenues worth billions of dollars.

But the vast gathering also presents major logistical
and safety challenges. In 2015, some 2,300 worshippers
were killed in the worst stampede in the history of the
hajj. Since then Saudi Arabia has sought to reassure pil-
grims, deploying tens of thousands of security officers
and installing cameras to oversee every corner of the
holy sites. Even though the hajj lasts only five days,
many pilgrims arrive weeks before and linger in the city.

The total number of arrivals is limited however as
each Muslim country receives a pilgrim quota. Some
worshippers have spent years on waiting lists -
sometimes as long as a decade - just to perform their
religious duty. Outside of the hajj, Muslims can also
undertake a lesser, year-round pilgrimage known as
umrah. — AFP 

Saudi Arabia readies
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A spokesman for India’s foreign ministry did not
immediately respond to a request for comment on
Pakistan’s move.

Qureshi spoke as the government released a state-
ment declaring that Pakistan will suspend trade with
India and review its bilateral ties with Delhi. “Prime
Minister Imran Khan today chaired meeting of the
National Security Committee” to discuss the “unilateral
and illegal actions by the Indian government” in
Kashmir, the statement said. “The Committee decided
to take following actions: - 1. Downgrading of diplo-
matic relations with India. 2. Suspension of bilateral
trade with India. 3. Review of bilateral arrangements. 4.
Matter to be taken to the United Nations, including the
Security Council,” it continued. Khan “directed that all
diplomatic channels be activated to expose brutal
Indian racist regime, design and human rights viola-
tions,” the statement added. He also called on the mili-
tary to continue its “vigilance”. 

Thousands of Indian security forces kept a lid on
protests in Kashmir yesterday, helped by the continued
suspension of telephone and Internet services after the
Himalayan region’s special status was scrapped this
week. Streets in the main Kashmiri city of Srinagar
were deserted for a third day, with almost all shops
shut, barring some pharmacies. Armed federal police
manned mobile checkpoints across the city, limiting
people’s movement.

Knots of young protesters threw stones at soldiers,
police and a witness said, amid anger over the telecoms
clampdown that began on Sunday. “These (protests)
are mostly localized because of the heavy troop
deployment,” said a police officer who sought
anonymity because he was not authorized to speak to
media, adding that police used tear gas and pepper
spray to scatter the protesters. A witness described an
episode of hours of stone-throwing on Tuesday in the
Old Barzullah area near the city centre, saying, “I saw
around 100 boys, in small groups, pelting stones.” He
added, “The police fired tear gas to beat them back.”

The Huffington Post reported that 13 people had
been admitted with pellet injuries to their eyes to Shri
Maharaja Hari Singh hospital in Srinagar, citing a hospi-
tal official. It also quoted a resident of the old quarter
of Srinagar, Owais Ahmad, as saying he was walking
near his house when paramilitary forces fired pellets at
him. The Home Ministry in India’s capital Delhi said it

had no information about the incident.
The Huffington Post also reported that a 17-year old

boy jumped off a bridge into the Jhelum river when he
and his friends saw a group of paramilitary police on
both sides of the bridge. The Home Ministry had no
comment to offer and Reuters was not in a position to
verify the report. India accuses Pakistan of training and
arming Islamist militants fighting its rule in Kashmir.
Islamabad denies the allegation and says it only gives
moral and diplomatic support to the Kashmiri people in
their struggle for self-determination.

India ordered security to be increased at its airports,
saying “civil aviation has emerged as a soft target”.
Security officials have warned of a backlash against the
move to withdraw Kashmir’s special status. All tele-
phone, television, and Internet connections remained
severed in Kashmir. At night, police vans have patrolled
the streets with loudspeakers warning residents to stay
indoors. Jammu and Kashmir Governor Satya Pal Malik
asked officials to ensure people had enough supplies
and assured them of their security, Reuters partner ANI
said in a report.

Local authorities have not declared a curfew, but
instead clamped down on non-essential travel and
gatherings of four or more people, effectively keeping
restive people in their homes. South Kashmir, the epi-
centre of the insurgency in recent years, was complete-
ly locked down, said a state government official who
visited the area. “The highway was deserted, except for
some trucks and buses carrying laborers out of the val-
ley,” added the official, who asked not to be named.

Officials with emergency services such as hospitals
and the fire department said their staff were also fre-
quently stopped at checkpoints, with access sometimes
blocked. The principal of Srinagar’s Government
Medical College, which runs Kashmir’s largest hospital
network, comprising about 3,500 beds, had to person-
ally visit district officials to coordinate services or seek
approvals, a hospital official said. “The principal doesn’t
have any means of communication,” added the official,
who asked not to be identified. “Police stations have
been given satellite phones but not him. That shows
their (government’s) priority.”

About 200 police and local administration officials
have received satellite phones, with several hundred
more using a restricted military network, a police offi-
cial said. Srinagar’s fire officials also fear people might
not be able to reach them in emergencies.
“Communication is a lifeline,” said one fire official who
requested anonymity. “Only if someone contacts us can
we do something.” A radio communications network
links Srinigar’s 21 fire stations, but with telephone lines
down and no satellite phones, firemen can only be
alerted by a call from police or an individual who visits
a fire station. — Agencies 
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on a 350,000 riyals parcel of land for which he took a
separate bank loan, but construction had to be halted in
May after he ran out of money.

Set up in 1974, the Fund is a government entity linked
to the housing ministry, and covers about a quarter of
Abdullah’s monthly mortgage payment. But Abdullah says
he is still left struggling to pay off both loans that eat up
roughly half his monthly income of 20,000 riyals ($5,300)
amid rising living costs. “The (mortgage) system is
destroying the middle class, it is suffocating us,” he told
AFP outside his half-finished home, urging a return to the
interest-free loans.

The strain is felt more acutely by 41-year-old govern-
ment employee Majid, who earns only slightly more than
the national average monthly income of 14,820 riyals
($3,950). Such lower middle-class citizens are already
struggling as the government scales back subsidies, hiking
water, electricity and gasoline prices and imposing a five
percent value-added tax. He is among some 500,000
people said to remain on the Fund’s waiting list for inter-
est-free loans, with a final decision expected by 2020. The
Fund and the housing ministry did not respond to AFP’s
requests for an interview.

“The key to addressing the Saudi housing crisis is... to
stimulate private sector funding and cut the longstanding
reliance on government subsidies,” Saudi expert Najah Al-
Otaibi told AFP. But this is all a shock to many Saudis
accustomed for decades to cheap loans and a tax-free
lifestyle. It highlights the petro-state’s challenge in wean-
ing citizens off government largesse amid a huge fiscal
deficit, projected to reach $35 billion in 2019, or 4.2 per-
cent of GDP.

“In Saudi Arabia, now there is a dual tension - first is to

provide affordable housing for the younger generation
feeling the pinch of higher costs of living, reduced subsi-
dies, and less jobs,” Karen Young, from the American
Enterprise Institute, told AFP. “Second is to broaden finan-
cial services to expand credit products, and hope to spur
consumer growth. The latter has more chances of broader
economic growth than returning to free government hous-
ing practices.” The world’s top oil exporter says it is seek-
ing to partner with the private sector to stump up billions
of dollars to build around 1.5 million affordable homes in
the coming years.

Boosting home ownership is one of the key corner-
stones of Prince Mohammad’s Vision 2030 reform pro-
gram. Nearly half of the country’s 20.7 million Saudis
owned their own home in 2017, with hopes of reaching 70
percent by 2030. The kingdom also wants to reduce the
cost of an average home by 2020 to five times the average
annual income, down from 10 times the yearly salary in
2015. Saudi Arabia has only a single digit mortgage pene-
tration, one of the lowest among G20 countries, according
to the Arab News daily.

The housing ministry, which has announced multiple
housing schemes to alleviate the crisis, says it seeks to
increase total mortgages to 502 billion riyals ($134 bil-
lion) by 2020, up from 290 billion riyals ($77 billion) in
2017. But some Saudis are pushing back, voicing resent-
ment over continued state spending on grand projects
like NEOM, a planned $500 billion mega city in the king-
dom’s northwest, while many cannot afford homes.
“Where is the 250 billion riyals?” has been a recent
refrain on social media.

It refers to the $67 billion allocated to the housing min-
istry in 2011 by the then King Abdullah, apparently to
address popular discontent as Arab Spring protests swept
the region. For Majid, who waited for years for a loan from
the Fund, the current scenario means he can only rent a
small place rather than purchasing a house. “When my
eight-year-old daughter has to change her clothes in front
of her brothers, I feel ashamed I don’t have a bigger house
of my own,” Majid told AFP, requesting that his real name
be withheld. “It makes me angry.” — AFP 

Housing woes
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of animals and every year boosts Romanian live-
stock exports, falls in the middle of August.

Vytenis Andriukaitis, the European commissioner in
charge of health and food safety, demanded last month
that Bucharest stop the transport of 70,000 sheep to
the Gulf, citing animal welfare and evoking “extreme
temperatures”. He has instructed the Commission to
audit Romania’s practices, threatening the EU member
with an infringement procedure if it is found to have
“systematically” breached the regulation on animal
transport.

Agriculture Minister Petre Daea insists his country
“strictly respects the rules”. However, no more checks
are carried out once the ships leave Romanian ports,
even though the European regulation from 2005 man-
dates checking during the journeys. Romania, which
joined the EU in 2007 but is one of its poorest mem-
bers, is the bloc’s third-largest sheep breeder, after the
UK and Spain, and a top exporter.

In 2017 and 2018 combined, Romania exported two
million sheep in total, mainly to Jordan, Libya and
Lebanon, and revenues in 2017 amounted to €430 mil-
lion ($520 million), according to the UN Comtrade
database. The market is booming: In February,
Bucharest signed a new deal to sell 200,000 sheep to
Gulf countries, and hopes to eventually sell two million
sheep per year to the United Arab Emirates alone.

Local breeders depend on the exports as mutton is
not hugely popular in Romania itself. “In Romania, we

only sell before Easter. The rest of the year we export,
especially to Jordan and the Gulf countries,” says Florin
Dragomir, a breeder from the central region of Sibiu,
known for its quality meat and dairy products.
Dragomir, who has 1,500 sheep, waved away concerns
about the summer transports. One of Romania’s biggest
breeders, Agrozoomed, which exports between 70,000
and 100,000 sheep every year, says conditions on the
ships are “very good”. “Someone created this scandal
to serve their own interests,” a company official told
AFP, requesting anonymity. 

Romania’s main livestock breeder and exporter
association, Acebop, however concedes that changes
are needed to prevent the animals from suffering. “We
have drafted a law to freeze the transport of livestock
when temperatures exceed 30 degrees Celsius (68
degrees Fahrenheit) and to make having a veterinarian
on board mandatory,” Acebop president Mary Pana
told AFP. She hopes the law will be adopted this
autumn, saying it was urgent, because in case of EU
sanctions, the farmers and not the authorities would be
penalised.

Australia passed reforms to its live export trade last
year following an outcry after video released by animal
rights activists showed sheep - some already dead -
crammed together in small, stifling pens and covered in
excrement on ships. The footage was taken during five
voyages in 2017 to Qatar, Kuwait and Oman from
Australian ports. Sheep were reportedly forced to stay
standing for three weeks, often in “blast-furnace”
northern hemisphere summer conditions.

The new rules require exporters to increase cargo
space for sheep by up to 39 percent, varying according
to seasonal temperature, and stipulate independent
observers must travel on all ships carrying cattle or
sheep. Animal welfare activists have called for a ban on
live exports.  — AFP 

Shipping sheep
in summer heat...

WASHINGTON: There might be life on the Moon
after all: Thousands of virtually indestructible creatures
that can withstand extreme radiation, sizzling heat, the
coldest temperatures of the universe, and decades
without food. These terrifying-sounding beings aren’t
aliens but instead microscopic Earthlings known as
tardigrades, who likely made it out alive following a
crash landing on the lunar surface by Israel’s Beresheet
probe in April, the US-based organization responsible
for their trip said Tuesday.

Based on an analysis of the spacecraft’s trajectory
and the composition of the device the micro-animals
were stored in, “we believe the chances of survival for
the tardigrades... are extremely high,” Nova Spivack,
co-founder and chairman of the Arch Mission
Foundation, told AFP. The non-profit is dedicated to
spreading backups of human knowledge and Earth’s
biology throughout the Solar System, a quest it likens

to the creation of an “Encyclopedia Galactica” first
evoked by sci-fi writer Isaac Asimov.

“Tardigrades are ideal to include because they are
microscopic, multicellular, and one of the most durable
forms of life on planet Earth,” said Spivack. He added
that the diminutive creatures, which are under a mil-
limeter in size, had been dehydrated to place them in
suspended animation, then “encased in an epoxy of
artificial amber, and should be revivable in the future.”
The tardigrades were stored inside a “Lunar Library”, a
nanotechnology device that resembles a DVD and con-
tains a 30-million-page archive of human history view-
able under microscopes, as well as human DNA.

Spivack is confident this too survived impact - but it
doesn’t represent the first genetic code or life forms to
be deposited on the barren celestial body. That distinc-
tion belongs to the DNA and microbes contained in the
almost 100 bags of feces and urine left behind by

American astronauts during the Apollo lunar landings
from 1969-1972.

Also known as water bears or moss piglets, tardi-
grades can live in water or on land, and are capable of
surviving temperatures as high as 150 degrees Celsius
and as low as minus 272 degrees Celsius, albeit for a
few minutes. The grub-like, eight-legged animals can
come back from being dried out to a lifeless husk for
decades, withstand near-zero pressure in outer space
and the crushing depths of the Mariana Trench.

If they did not burn up in an explosion, they could in
theory survive the tiny pressure on the lunar surface,
and the extremes of temperature, William Miller, a
tardigrades expert at Baker University, told AFP. “But to
become active, to grow, eat, and reproduce they would
need water, air and food,” so it would not be possible
for them to multiply and form a colony, he added.

NASA astrobiologist Cassie Conley said that their

exact survival time would depend on the condition of
the impact site and the temperatures to which they are
exposed. “If they don’t get too hot, it’s possible they
could survive for quite a long time (many years),” she
told AFP. “I’d be more concerned that the animals would
be affected by toxic chemicals from the epoxy or glue”
used to store them, as opposed to conditions in space,
she added.

Even if the creatures lived on for several years,
there is no crewed mission to the Moon planned
until NASA’s Artemis program in 2024 at the south
pole - far from Beresheet’s crash site on the Sea of
Serenity, so they probably won’t make it home. “It is
unlikely that they will be rescued in time, so my
guess is  that , even i f  they survived, they are
doomed,” said Rafael Alves Batista, a physicist at
Sao Paulo university who co-authored a 2017 paper
on tardigrades’ extreme resilience. — AFP 

Hordes of Earth’s toughest 
creatures may be on Moon 

WELLINGTON: The remains of a super-
sized parrot that stood more than half the
height of an average human and roamed the
earth 19 million years ago have been discov-
ered in New Zealand. Judging by the size of
the leg bones, the bird would have stood
about one metre tall and weighed up to seven
kilograms, according to a report by an inter-
national team of paleontologists published in
the latest edition of Biology Letters.

“It could have flown but we’re putting our
money on it being flightless,” Paul Scofield,
the senior curator of natural history at
Canterbury Museum, told AFP yesterday.
When the bones were found in 2008 no one

was certain what they were, and they spent 11
years gathering dust on a shelf until the team
looked at them again earlier this year. “The
thought they were from a giant parrot did not
enter our minds. We thought it could be some
type of eagle until we went back and looked
at it again,” Scofield said.

The parrot has been named Heracles inex-
pectatus to reflect its Herculean size and
strength - and the unexpected nature of the
discovery. “Heracles, as the largest parrot
ever, no doubt with a massive parrot beak
that could crack wide open anything it fan-
cied, may well have dined on more than con-
ventional parrot foods, perhaps even other
parrots,” Mike Archer, from the University of
NSW paleontology research center, said.

The bird was approximately the size of the
giant “dodo” pigeon and twice the size of the
critically endangered flightless New Zealand
kakapo, previously the largest known parrot.
Evidence of the parrot was unearthed in fos-
sils near St Bathans in southern New Zealand,

an area that has proved a rich source of fos-
sils from the Miocene period which extends
from about five million to 23 million years
ago. New Zealand, home to the now-extinct
flightless bird moa which was up to 3.6 m tall
with neck outstretched, is well known for its
giant birds. 

“But until now, no-one has ever found an
extinct giant parrot - anywhere,” associate
professor Trevor Worthy from Flinders
University said. “We have been excavating
these fossil deposits for 20 years, and each
year reveals new birds and other animals...
no doubt there are many more unexpected
species yet to be discovered in this most
interesting deposit.” Last year, scientists
found the remains of a giant burrowing bat
that lived millions of years ago in the same
region. From the teeth and bones of the
animal, which lived 16 to 19 million years
ago, it is estimated to be three times the
size of an average modern bat and weighed
40 gm. — AFP 

‘Herculean’ 
parrot found
in N Zealand 

WELLINGTON: This handout picture released yesterday shows a drawing featuring
a giant-sized parrot. — AFP 


